The effects of peri-ovulatory administration of levonorgestrel on the menstrual cycle.
Levonorgestrel (LNG) 0.75 mg administered 12 h apart within 72 h of unprotected coitus, is an established method of emergency contraception (EC). The mechanism of action of LNG used in this manner is unknown. We administered LNG 0.75 mg twice immediately before ovulation, to test the hypothesis that LNG acts as an emergency contraceptive by abolishing the pre-ovulatory lutenizing hormone (LH) surge and thereby delaying ovulation. Twelve women took LNG on or before the day of the first significant rise in urinary LH in 12 cycles. In four women, the LH peak and the onset of next menses were significantly delayed (delay of 16.8 days (SD +/- 8.7) from the day of mean LH peak in placebo cycles). One woman did not ovulate at all, despite a normal LH peak and cycle length. In the remaining eight women, LNG did not affect ovulation or the cycle length, but the length of the luteal phase and the total luteal phase LH concentrations were significantly reduced. We suggest that LNG acts as an emergency contraceptive by other mechanisms as well as delaying the LH surge and interfering with ovulation.